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Abstract 
Despite decades of promotion, efforts to encourage participatory irrigation management often falter. 
Nowhere is this more true that on the island of Java, Indonesia where multiple programmes and millions 
of dollars have resulted in few effective water user associations. Even so, pockets of participatory success 
exist. We present findings from one locally developed water user association training programme found 
in Yogyakarta, Indonesia that has experienced relative success in encouraging farmer participation. We 
then derive policy lessons from this case. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In the 1980s, irrigation experts recognised that monitoring and maintaining irrigation networks was too 
difficult for government alone. They began to promote the role of farmers in water resource management 
(Wade, 1988; Ostrom, 1992). By the early 1990s, international donors followed suit by encouraging 
policy for farmer participation in irrigation management (UN, 1992; Vermillion, 1997). 
After two decades of experience, it is now widely recognised that the socio‐political aspects of irrigation 
are often more challenging than the technical ones (Mollinga & Bolding, 2004). Nowhere is this more 
true than on the island of Java, Indonesia (Arif, 2009; Vermillion et al., 2000). Despite participating in 
programme after programme and millions of dollars in investment, decades of work have led to few 
effective water user associations (WUA). Issues such as policy formation and implementation, 
sustainability and scaling‐up participation have overshadowed most attempts to develop water user groups 
who can operate, manage and maintain their canals (Suhardiman, 2008; Bruns, 2004). 
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Even so, pockets of participatory success have emerged. In this essay, we present field evidence of one 
locally developed WUA training programme. We then present some lessons relevant for both 
international funding agencies and policy makers. 
 
2 A DISTRICT TRAINING PROGRAMME 
By the mid‐2000s, the district irrigation agency in Sleman, Yogyakarta faced a budget and manpower 
shortage; officials realised they desperately needed more farmer help to manage irrigation. The district 
held no ‘developed’ WUA (PU, 2004); none of the existing farmer groups could be counted on to assist 
irrigation officials with water management. The agency also faced pressure to implement farmer 
participation through the World Bank‐funded Water Resources and Irrigation Sector Management 
Programme. In response, an innovative group of officials developed a series of training and empowerment 
exercises for WUA responsible for the tertiary canals (called P3A in Indonesia). 
The training programme included instruction in four major components: (i) legal rights and 
responsibilities regarding water; (ii) farmer participation in operation and management; (iii) design and 
construction of small irrigation systems; and (iv) monitoring and evaluation. Agency officials met 
repeatedly with WUA members to instruct and encourage the farmers over the course of at least 1 year. 
Training methods included teaching sessions in meetings as well as field consultations. 
Sleman’s varied topography necessitated that officials tailor the training to the specific needs of each 
group which participated in the programme. Participating groups ranged from Salak fruit producers on the 
slopes of Mount Merapi to rice farmers in the flood plain. Water availability also varied, as did group 
size, with a WUA average service area of about 43 ha for the district. 
Because of the intensive nature of training and manpower shortages, the irrigation agency was selective in 
their training efforts. About nine WUA could participate each year. With 441 in the district, only 10 
percent, or 45 groups, received training from 2006 through 2010. 
Even with limited coverage, observed results are encouraging. Most of the trained groups are now either 
judged to be ‘developed’ or almost there; a significant departure from 2004 numbers. Many are able to 
collect and apply water user fees, manage and distribute water independently, and largely maintain 
infrastructure with only minor assistance from the irrigation agency, reducing the strain on public 
resources. Each year since 2007, a graduate of the programme has competed and won the provincial 
WUA contest at the tertiary level; these groups have gone on to place well in the national contest. 
By educating farmers in the importance of the water user group and training them how to operate and 
maintain their canals, the irrigation agency provided vital components for an effective WUA. Farmer 
leaders who received training were much more aware of their rights to access water and what they must 
do to access monetary support from the irrigation and agriculture agencies than leaders in less‐successful 
groups. This training seems to have served as both motivation and instruction on the how‐to of 
participatory water management. 
Despite its success, the programme may be short‐lived. First, the training programme was limited in 
scope. Only a few irrigation officials, primarily those who developed the training programme, were 
involved. Their efforts also failed to extend into training on the more technical aspects of irrigation, which 
Burton (2010) claimed necessary. 
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Second, perhaps more importantly, central government policies have now moved responsibility and 
funding over local water user groups to the agriculture department. Sleman’s agriculture agency is 
unprepared to carry on the training. Already, this locally produced and relatively effective system of 
training has begun to falter because of the shift in central government policies. 
 
3 LESSONS 
In light of these findings, we provide the following policy lessons: 
1. Governments and international aid agencies should encourage local agency officials to be 
innovative in their approaches to training. In this vein, resource limits are not necessarily an evil. 
In fact, the Sleman training programme emerged out of local officials responding to pressures 
from above in the context of resource shortages. 
2. Effective local programmes should be openly lauded, not ignored. Despite the programme’s 
impressive performance in national competitions and encouraging farmer participation in water 
management, it received little attention from both central officials and other districts. Even within 
the district agency, only a small handful of officials were involved. Thus knowledge has not been 
shared. If such programmes are to win converts in the bureaucratic ranks, they must be 
recognised, encouraged and rewarded. 
3. Irrigation is an information and labour intensive policy area, which means it is difficult for central 
decision makers to manage (Pritchett & Woolcock, 2004). Training in Sleman was site‐specific, 
requiring deep knowledge of the area combined with regular feedback from farmers. It included a 
number of formal and informal meetings with each group over the course of a year. These 
meetings were then followed by supplementary visits from local officials. After 1–2 years, the 
group could be considered developed. With such site‐specific requirements, poorly designed 
central government policies can have devastating consequences for local innovation. National 
policy makers need to be more informed about field situations before writing water management 
policy. 
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